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In the opening sentence of a 2012-essay for the British news magazine New Statesman, 
where he commented on the Occupy movement through the lens of the then latest 
output of the Batman movie trilogy, 6ODYRMäLåHNexpressly states his basic principle for 
analysing popular culture: µThe Dark Knight Rises shows that Hollywood blockbusters 
DUHSUHFLVHLQGLFDWRUVRIWKHLGHRORJLFDOSUHGLFDPHQWVRIRXUVRFLHWLHV¶1 )RUäLåek, 
cinema, music and (more rarely) the performing arts can UHYHDOWKHµWUXH¶PHVVDJHRI
the official symbolic and imaginary order, and are thus akin to the psychoanalytic 
µUHWXUQRIWKHUHSUHVVHG¶. In this contribution, however, I will attempt to outline a 
µäLåHNLDQDQDO\VLV¶RIWKHDWUH that goes beyond the Lacanian disclosure of ideological 
PLVDSSUHKHQVLRQDQGWKHVXEMHFW¶VVXEMHFWLRQXQGHUWKHV\PEROLFRUGHU7Kis analytic 
perspective will focus less on the level of representation (the content, plot, characters, 
and narrative), but instead concentrate on the level and the mode of presentation ± in 
OLQHZLWKWKH+HJHOLDQUHPLQGHUUHJXODUO\TXRWHGE\äLåHNWKDWWKHWUXWKLVDOZD\VRQ
WKHVLGHRIIRUPDQGQRWRQWKHVLGHRIFRQWHQW,VKDOOKHUHGUDZRQäLåHN¶VVHPLQDOUH-
reading of Hegel in order to develop an outline of the fundamental formal structure of 
theatre, characterised by reflexive repetition, and the relational parallax. These 
SULQFLSOHVOLQNWKHDWUHGLUHFWO\ZLWKäLåHN¶VµQHJDWLYH¶RQWRORJ\RI the subject, his 
peculiar Lacanian-Hegelian reassertion of subjectivity, the very notion discarded, above 
all, by postmodern philosophy. Additionally, I will introduce the German scholarly field 
RIµWKHDWUDOLW\VWXGLHV¶Theatralitätsforschung), and refer to recent theatre work by 
)OHPLVKGLUHFWRU*X\&DVVLHUVDVP\H[DPSOH6XFKDäLåHNLDQDpproach to analysing 
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theatre has a lot to offer for current methodological debates in theatre and performance 
studies, which more and more challenge the prevailing critical focus on the work, the 
artist and the (semiotic and/or phenomenal) performance event. It also highlights that, 
as a (live) cultural practice, theatre is able to do more than disclose specular mirror 




The theatral signature of Guy Cassiers is an immediately recognisable intermedial set-
up of live-feed projections and images (especially well-known paintings) on an almost 
empty stage. Initially trained as a graphic designer, the Flemish theatre director gained 
international prominence for a number of large-scale projects, most notably for his four-
SDUWDGDSWDWLRQRI0DUFHO3URXVW¶VRecherche du temps perdu (2002-2005), created at 
5RWWHUGDP¶V5R-Theater (where Cassiers was Artistic Director between 1998 and 2006) 
and shown internationally at such major theatre festivals as Avignon, Vienna, Berlin 
and Dublin. Taking over as Artistic Director of Het Toneelhuis in his hometown of 
Antwerp in 2006, Cassiers followed this success with the Triptych of Power, a trilogy of 
plays on Hitler, Stalin, and George W. Bush. At the same time, he also turned to opera, 
including his controversial Ring, which was co-produced by Teatro alla Scala in Milan 
and by Staatsoper Unter den Linden in Berlin. He directed the great Wagner cycle 
between 2010 and 2012, simultaneously to working on De Man Zonder Eigenschappen; 
another trilogy, which was EDVHGRQ$XVWULDQDXWKRU5REHUW0XVLO¶VXQILQLVKHGQRYHO
Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften (The Man Without Qualities, 1930-1942). In the 
following, I shall mainly turn to the latter production for my discussion, not least 
because it adds to an oeuvre which heavily explores issues of identity and subjectivity, 
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most tangibly in the stagings of the Proust- and Musil-novels. These productions were 
also underscored by reflections on the big political topics of the twentieth century, 
especially on totalitarianism and war ± topics which lie very close to the heart of 
äLåHN¶VZRUN, too. TKHILUVWSDUWRI&DVVLHUV¶V0XVLO-project, De Parallelactie, 
especially foregrounds the QRYHO¶Vpolitical dimension, something which similarly had 
been a far more pronounced aspect of his Proust-plays than of any previous adaptations 
of the Temps Perdu. This first part, set in 1913, focuses mostly on 0XVLO¶Vprotagonist 
8OULFK¶VUHOXFWDQWLQYROYHPHQWZLWKWKHSODQQLQJFRPPLWWHHWDVNHGWRSUHSDUHWKH
HSRQ\PRXVµ3DUDOOHO$FWLRQ¶RIWKHWLWOHWKHFHOHEUDWLRQVRIWKHth anniversary of 
(PSHURU)UDQ]-RVHI¶VUHLJQLQµSDUDOOHO¶VLQFHLWZRXOGFRLQFLde with the 30-year 
jubilee of German Kaiser Wilhelm).2 Of course, our knowledge as spectators about 
what would happen between 1914 and 1918 serves as a constant dramaturgic foil, while 
WKHDWPRVSKHUHRIWKHWLUHGHPSLUHRI0XVLO¶Vµ.DNDQLHQ¶DOVRGLUHFWO\ resonates with 
RXURZQIHHOLQJRIµOLYLQJLQWKHHQGWLPHV¶DVone of äLåHN¶Vmore recent book titles so 
aptly phrases it.3 
 
DHVSLWHRUUDWKHULQDGGLWLRQWRWKHVHRYHUWSROLWLFDORYHUWRQHVRI&DVVLHUV¶s 
productions, their principal political stakes are raised not on the grounds of these 
thematic layers of adaptation and interpretation, but precisely on the level of formal 
theatral presentation. Here, his work is often misjudged, as some critics consider it as 
rather conservative, since he still relies, even in these postdramatic times, on a play 
script with characters and a narrative.4 Yet it is not least WKHGLUHFWRU¶Velaborate use of 
digital technology that sets in motion a machinery of mediation, which should be read 
in direct parallel to the Hegelian Vermittlung of the dialectical process. In sharp contrast 
to the technological wizardry of theatre directors such as Robert Lepage, Simon 
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McBurney, or the media-visual poetry of Katie Mitchell (whose work could be seen to 
serve the ideal of neo-naturalist representation), Cassiers repossesses not only the use of 
new media: moreover, he turns his attention to the entire representational machinery of 
the illusionist proscenium theatre, above all by creating DJHQXLQHO\µWKHDWUDO¶
H[SHULHQFH%\WKLV,PHDQ&DVVLHUV¶s carefully calibrated dramaturgic balance of 
dramatic narration and of postdramatic means of presentation.5 This is particularly 
intriguing, and specifically relevant to the present argument, since it avoids our 
immediate immersion into a fictional world; it prevents our identification with 
characters, and forestalls our empathy. At the same time, we are still inextricably 
immersed into the theatral presentation, and more specifically, into the process of 
mediation. It is impossible to adopt a spectatorial stance of ironic critical distance here, 
something which is quite characteristic for a number of prototypically postdramatic 
approaches to theatrical representation. &DVVLHUV¶Vcrucial innovation, precisely, lies in a 
formal effect: his productions UHIOH[LYHO\UHODWHXVWRRXURZQµDFWVRIZDWFKLQJ¶7KHy 
create H[SHULHQWLDOUHIOH[LYHORRSVRIµZDWFKLQJP\VHOIZDWFKLQJ¶, which foreground 
the perception of perception itself. They thereby turn the act of spectating into a 
Wahrnehmung (realisation) of the all but banal question: Who is watching? This, then, 
is precisely the point where the essential µWKHDWUDO¶ dynamics (a term I shall explore 
further below) of his productions, far more than the represented content or the fictional 
characters portrayed, stage and dramatize the very moments and dynamics of all 
individuation and subjectivisation processes. 
 
&DVVLHUV¶VGLUHFWRULDOZRUNGHVHUYHVWREHUHDGDORQJVLGHäLåHN¶VUDGLFDOUH-assessment 
of the Hegelian dialectical movement; in his writing, this is a central aspect of asserting 
the notion of subjectivity against its postmodern deconstruction as an ideological 
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fabrication, or, more recently, as pure neuronal biological effect. The intellectual 
FDSLWXODWLRQGHFODUHGE\WKLVSRVLWLRQDVäLåHNQHYHUWLUHVWRSRLQWRXWLVWKDWRQFHWKH
subject has been fully exorcised, there will be no subject left to act, to criticise, and to 
stand up against the very manifest processes of (de-)subjectivisation brought about by 
the global capitalism of the 21st century ± a position that, of course, perfectly plays into 
the hands of the very system it sets out to criticise. Against this dilemmaäLåHNreturns 
WRWKHµVSHFWUHRIWKH&DUWHVLDQVXEMHFW¶EXWQRWLQLWVLQFDUQDWLRQDVDWRWDOO\WUDQVSDUHQW
self, driven by Kantian will,QVWHDGäLåHNSRLQWVWRZDUGVWKHHegelian notion of 
µDEVROXWHQHJDWLYLW\¶6 Instead of attempting to fill the gaping hole at the centre of 
FRQWHPSRUDU\VXEMHFWLYLW\äLåHNPDNHVWKLVYHU\HPSWLQHVVKLVµSRLQW]HUR¶IRUDOO
forms of agency, critique and of subversion: 
 
Subjectivity is not dismissed as a form of misrecognition; on the contrary, it 
is asserted as the moment in which the ontological gap/void becomes 
palpable, as a gesture that undermines the positive order of Being, of the 
differential structure of Society, of politics as police.7 
 
äLåHNKHUHEHDWVVXEMHFWLYLVDWLRQYLDVXEMHFWLYLVDWLRQLWVHOI+HHxposes how every 
founding gesture of subjectivity necessarily undermines any notion of pure positivity of 
the Self because it simultaneously produces an obscene supplement: where there is 
subjectivisation, there is necessarily also more than the mere subject itself. The subject 
must disavow this excessive surplus in order to affirm its own existence; yet without it, 
WKHVXEMHFWZRXOGQRWH[LVWDWDOO)RUäLåHNWKHVXEMHFWLVWKHUHIRUHWKHSRVLWLYDWLRQRI
this abject negativity: Instead of expressing a positive content or identity, subjectivity 
only emerges through the loop of recursive self-reflexivity that circles around an empty 
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FRUHäLåHNKHUHSHUIRUPVKLVLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKH+HJHOLDQµQHJDWLRQRIWKHQHJDWLRQ¶, 
the ultimate reversal at the culmination of the dialectical process. What Hegel terms 
µUHFRQFLOLDWLRQ¶KRZHYHU, LQäLåHN¶VUHDGLQJDVVXPHVanything but a positive gesture of 
overcoming conflict: moreover, LWDVVXPHVµWKHPRVWH[WUHPHH[SUHVVLRQRIWKHPRGHUQ
delirium of the total subjective-nRWLRQDODSSURSULDWLRQRIDOOUHDOLW\¶8  
 
Reconciliation does not mean that the subject finally succeeds in 
appropriating the otherness which threatens its self-identity, mediating or 
LQWHUQDOL]LQJLHµVXEODWLQJ¶LW4XLWHWKHFRQWUDU\+HJHOLDQUHFRQciliation 
contains a resigned note: one has to reconcile oneself with the excess of 
negativity as a positive ground or condition of our freedom, to recognize our 
own substance in what appears to be an obstacle.9 
 
This is what is meant by the SRSXODUäLåHNLan-+HJHOLDQFDWFKSKUDVHµWDUU\LQJZLWKWKH
QHJDWLYH¶:KDWFKDQJHVLQWKLVLQRUGHUWRSDVVIURPDOLHQDWLRQWRUHFRQFLOLDWLRQLVQRW
WKHVXEMHFW¶VUHDOLW\EXWWKHZD\LWSHUFHLYHVDQGUHODWHVWRLW7KHVSHFXODWLYH+HJHOLDQ
dialectical mediation induces nothing other than a change in our own perspective, a 
formal turnaround ZKLFKäLåHNGHVFULEHVDVDSDUDOOD[VKLIWRIperspective: it is the 
YHU\PRPHQWRIUHFRQFLOLDWLRQZKHUHµWKHVXEMHFWHQGRUVHVWKHORVVUH-inscribes it as its 
WULXPSK¶10 
 
Contemporary theatre works such as those by Guy Cassiers open up a dimension of 
spectatorial experience which performs and makes available precisely this parallactic 
experience of subjectivity: they challenge our own perception of and our own relation 
to ourselves ± as spectating subjects.11 This happens at a purely formal level, beyond 
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(or, rather: beneath) the levels of content and (symbolic) representation, and certainly 
before the standard primary concern with the µLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ¶RISOD\VDQGSHUIRUPDQFHV 
comes to bear. What I develop here as a äLåHNLDQDQDO\VLVRIWKHDWUDOLW\ provides us 
with the tools to disclose how contemporary theatre opens up a vital alternative 
dimension: the relational and reflexive plane of theatral presentation. It is here where 
theatre gains its central political force as a public art and as a socio-cultural medium 
within the digital and global economy of the twenty-first century.  
 
I KDYHQRZXVHGWKHWHUPµWKHDWUDOLW\¶ several times, which still requires further 
introduction. This notion emerged within the *HUPDQVFKRRORIµWKHDWUDOLW\VWXGLHV¶
(Theatralitätsforschung). With their GLVWLQFWFRLQDJHRIµWKHDWUDOLW\¶LQVWHDGRI
µWKHDWULFDOLW\¶VFKRODUVsuch as Rudolf Münz, Joachim Fiebach, Helmar Schramm, and 
Andreas Kotte signalled their critique of the normative (academic) matrix of established 
theatre (and other cultural-ideological) institutions and their canon of the µFODVVLFV¶$W
the same time, however, they also countered the outright dismissal implied by the term 
µWKHDWULFDOLW\¶ and its associations of something that is fake or a fabrication and 
therefore QRWµUHDO¶ Theatrality as theatre minus theatricality thus aligns itself 
VWUXFWXUDOO\ZLWKWKHäLåHNLDQVXEjectivisation minus the subject DQG&DVVLHUV¶VVWDJLQJ 
of texts minus drama. Rudolf 0Q]¶VSLRQHHULQJKLVWRULRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFKEUought, 
above all, into focus the very principle of thea itself, which, of course, also aligns 
theatre and theory, performance and philosophy. The intriguing ambiguity of the Greek 
verb theorein implies both WKHµJD]H¶ WKHµYLHZLQJ¶DQGµORRNLQJ¶and it also refers to 
the ostentatious presentation, the actual performance.12 
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To Münz, performing and spectating are two inseparable sides of the same coin of 
theatrality, activating both the positional ambivalence and the fundamental relationality 
at the heart of thea. Accordingly ± and in explicit contrast to the approach of 
Schechnerian Performance Studies ± Münz conceives RIWKHDWUDOLW\DVµDUHODWLRQQRWa 
EHKDYLRXU¶13 Helmar Schramm further expanded RQ0Q]¶Vrelational notion of a 
continually adapting, always historically specified socio-cultural µfabric of theatrality¶
(Theatralitätsgefüge). He proposes an understanding of theatrality as a Denkstil, as a 
µVW\OHRIWKLQNLQJ¶, which is coordinated by the relational dynamics between what he 
describes DVWKHµWKUHHGHFLVLYHDJHQWVRIFXOWXUDOHQHUJ\¶aisthesis (perception), kinesis 
(motion) and semiosis (meaning). Schramm evocatively terms these relational micro-
G\QDPLFVWKHµPDJLFWULDQJOH¶RIWKHDWUDOLW\14 His major study, Karneval des Denkens 
(Carnival of Thinking), accordingly scrutinises theatrality at work in the philosophical 
writings of Montaigne, Bacon, Descartes, Pascal, Hobbes, and others.15 He argues that 
while QHZµVW\OHVRIWKLQNLQJ¶HPHUJHG at the historic juncture of the seventeenth 
century (through the printed dissemination of writing, the geometric systematisation of 
VSDFHWKHµVFLHQWLILF¶UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQRINQRZOHGJHDQGWKHHPHUJLQJFDSLWDOLVW
imperative of industrial economy), an irrational, non-calculable, anti-geometric, non-
linear and simply non-productive underside surfaced at the same time. Such processes 
can be observed in such instances as alchemy, but also in popular performance, and 
elsewhere in dreams, fears, and in fantasy: in precisely the whole µFDUQLYDORIWKLQNLQJ¶
his book title refers to6FKUDPP¶VWULDQJXODUµforcefield¶ of theatrality, as it were, thus 
outbalances the privilege of purely rational semiosis by carefully realigning signs, text, 
and language to processes of kinesis and aisthesis. WLWKäLåHNZHVKRXOGDGG+HJHO¶V
dialectic sublation hereäLåHNFRQWUDVWV+HJHO¶VWKRXJKWZLWKWKHmodern 





Today, an entire new tradition of (essentially Continental European) approaches to 
theatre directing allow for a VLPLODUµFDUQLYDORIVSHFXODWLYHUHDVRQLQJ¶Exemplarily, 
the theatre of Guy Cassiers not only presents us with a Vorstellung (representation), it 
also offers us a form of thea, i.e. a space for Anschauung. It is a theatre that is united 
ZLWKERWKWKHDWUDOLW\VWXGLHVDQGäLåHNLDQSKLORVRSK\LQLWV transgression, even its 
straightforward rejection of the hegemony of a purely representational logic. Instead, it 
reintroduces the often unrefined, irrational, inefficient and vulgar dimensions of what 
6FKLOOHURQFHIDPRXVO\WHUPHGWKHµKXPDQSOD\¶. ,QäLåHN¶VZRUNWKHYXOJDULW\DQG
playfulness of jokes is the most notable device that allows him to confront, expose, and 
critique hegemonic ideological patterns, and to even access and analyse totalitarian 
structures. Furthermore, he UDUHO\µDUJXHV¶UDWLRQDOO\OHWDORQHFRKHUHQWO\ Using 




postdramatic textbooks. Theirs is a dramaturgy that no longer follows the law of causal 
OLQHDULW\RIDSORWQRUWKHORJLFRIDµSKLORVRSKLFDODUJXPHQW¶7KHUHDUHUHGXQGDQFLHV
permanent reflections and repetitions, which are undercut by ever so tiny shifts that 
soon result in apparent self-contradictions. 0RUHRYHUKRZHYHUWKHLUµVW\OLVHGWKLQNLQJ¶
of theatrality, where perception, movement, and meaning interact, adds the vital 
performative (kinetic and aisthetic) dimensions of playing, relating, and reflexive 
spectating ± of thea. 
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As a result, tKHH[SHULHQFHRIZDWFKLQJ&DVVLHUV¶VZRUNLVQROHVVYHUWLJLQRXVWKDQ
UHDGLQJäLåHN+LVGLUHFWRULDOZRUNQHYHUVWUHDPOLQHV, it never doubles, or simply 
illustrates the object-content of the novels he stages. In fact, it would be impossible to 
adequatHO\µUHSUHVHQW¶WKHFRQWHQWRI3URXVW¶VDQG0XVLO¶VPRQXPHQWDOQRYHOV± or 
HTXDOO\LQ&DVVLHUV¶VRWKHUWULORJ\WRUHSUHVHQW+LWOHURU6WDOLQRQWKHWKHDWUHVWDJH
Hence, the director invents numerous theatral equivalents for the complex narratives 
and thHPXOWLSOHSHUVSHFWLYHVRIWKHQRYHOVKHVWDJHVZKLFKLQWXUQWULJJHUWKHµPDJLF¶
playfulness of meaning, motion, and perception. The principal impression as spectator 
of his Man Zonder Eigenschappen, for instance, is one of watching flamboyantly 
colourful figurines arrested in an image against the dark, black, and largely empty stage. 
We appear to perceive a relief that is cut out from the very texture of reality. This 
typical almost laminar two-GLPHQVLRQDOLW\RI&DVVLHUV¶Vmise en scène directly evokes 
CDWKHULQH0DODERX¶VQRWLRQRIµSODVWLFLW\¶,QLWVGRXEOHVHQVHRIH[SUHVVLQJDFDSDELOLW\
of receiving form, but also of giving, producing and even annihilating it (as in the 
GHWRQDWLRQRISODVWLFH[SORVLYHVSODVWLFLW\DWHUPWDNHQIURP+HJHO¶VZULWLQJV) is 
0DODERX¶VNH\WRJUDVSLQJ+HJHOLDQµVSHFXODWLYHWKLQNLQJ¶DVDµSODVWLF¶ORJLFWKDW
sublates finite truths and predicative logic.17 µ3lasticity¶LVKHQFHDXVHIXOWHUPWR
GHVFULEHWKHWKHDWUDOLW\DWZRUNLQ&DVVLHUV¶VSURGXFWLRQVDVLW µVXEODWHV¶WKH 
representation of characters, and equally characterises the position of the dramatic text 
within his work. Cassiers collaborates for his adaptations of novels (which almost all of 
his theatre productions are) with prominent Dutch and Flemish authors, such as Tom 
Lanoye, Josse De Pauw, and Eric De Kuyper: the dramatic text in his plays is crucial to 
µUHFHLYHIRUP¶\HWit no longer fulfils the role of the solely dominant sign system. We 
VHHWKLVLQWKH0XVLOWULORJ\DVHOVHZKHUHLQWKHGLUHFWRU¶VZRUNZKHUHFKDUDFWHUV
exchange conventional dramatic dialogue throughout. Yet the strictly semiotic meaning 
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of language they employ is constantly sublated through the playful plasticity of kinetic 
and aisthetic elements, which are ± above all ± introduced through visual and other 
mediatised means. 
 
This very plasticity short-circuits (or even implodes) the fictional representation with 
the very act of (theatral) presentation. Notably, the actors all speak through 
microphones, something which prevents any theatrically expressive declamation. It 
enables a reduced delivery of the text which presents the dramatic dialogue precisely as 
WH[WDVDQXWWHUDQFHWKDWLVGHFODUHGDVDQµDFWRIVSHDNLQJ¶5HOLHYHGIURPWKH
expressivity of representation (in the mode of psychological acting, in particular), the 
play-WH[WUHJDLQVLWVµSXUHµSODVWLF¶IRUP¶UHSOHQLVKHGZLWKLWVIXOONLQHWLF, aisthetic, 
and semiotic potential ± SULRUWRWKHµVXWXUH¶RIUHSUHVHQWDWLRQWKHGRPHVWLFDWLRQRIWKH
µPDJLF¶WKHDWUDOG\QDPLFVWKURXJKWKHFRKHUHQWFDXVDODQGOLQHDUV\PEROLFRUGHURIWKH
µ%LJ2WKHU¶ At the same time, we see projections of live images on screens, mostly 
showing close-ups of the DFWRUV¶faces. As a result, some of the work conventionally 
expected from an actor in a dramatic production ± characterisation, the showing of a 
FKDUDFWHU¶VSV\FKRORJ\± is taken over elsewhere: by the projected image, by digital 
manipulation of the voice, and not least by the striking costumes (by design collective 
Belgat). They pronouncedly refute any historic realism, while telling us a great deal 







framing of fictional illusion, it slowly turns into an all-encompassing abyss. The play¶V
WH[WQHYHUµFRPHVRIIWKHSDJH¶WKLVZD\DVWKH(QJOLVKWKHDWUHSKUDVHJRHVQRWEHFDXVH
of a lack of the mise en scène, but because there are simply too many parts that no 
ORQJHUDGGXSµLQRQH¶7KHSURGXFWLRQQRORQJHUZHLJKVDQGSULYLOHJHVVSHHFKQRU
does it place its emphasis on visual information alone. Cassiers rather exposes his 
spectators to a dis-integrating multiplicity, to a perpetual surplus of contrasting, 
confronting, and complementing streams of mediatised information which can never 
add up. Dramaturge Marianne van Kerkhoven suggested the evocative term 
µPXOWLVHQVXDO¶WRGHVFULEHWKLV approach.18 CassierV¶V PXOWLGLPHQVLRQDOµPXOWLVHQVRULDO¶
effect indeed resembles the theatral equivalent of a Picasso painting, which simply 
FDQQRWEHµJUDVSHG¶DQGGRPLQDWHGIURPDVLQJXODUµREMHFWLYH¶VWDQGSRLQWRSSRVLWHDQG
outside ± or, for that matter, the philosophicaOZULWLQJRIäLåHNDVKLQWHGDWDERYH. 
Instead of a closed and coherent totality of a fictional character, the separated 
mediatised streams of voice, image, and the actual body of the actors performing (who 
we simultaneously see on stage) make the fictional illusion of the production porous: 
the acting and the presentation of the mise en scène cut through representation to 
IRUHJURXQGWKHDWUDOSUHVHQWDWLRQ7KHVHWZROD\HUVQHYHUJHODVµRQH¶EXWHQJHQGHU
instead a surplus, an excess which results, precisely, in the µSODVWLF¶interplay of the 
WKUHHWKHDWUDOµHQHUJLHV¶RIsemiosis, aisthesis, and kinesis. 
 
7KHUHVXOWLVQRWDEO\GLIIHUHQWIURP%UHFKWLDQµVKRZLQJ¶RUWKHLURQLFGHPRQVWUDWLRQRI
a character which is so typical for postdramatic theatre. In either of these cases, the 
performer and/or director (and hence, the spectator) adopt a rather distanced, and 
WKHUHE\SULYLOHJHGDVXSHULRUµPRUHDXWKHQWLF¶SRVLWLRQ%XWFUXFLDOO\WKHUHLVQRVXFK
KLHUDUFKLFVXSHULRULW\LQ&DVVLHUV¶VZRUN7he actors lend their voices, faces, and bodies 
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to the exposed processes of theatral mediation. It seems to be an entirely logical 
consequence that the programme notes for the Musil-productions list the names of the 
actors in alphabetical order under the ruEULFRIµSOD\¶speel), just as we will find the 
QDPHVRIWKRVHUHVSRQVLEOHOLVWHGXQGHUµOLJKW¶µVWDJHGHVLJQ¶RULQDVHFWLRQQDPHG
µRegie¶. This further de-HPSKDVLVHVHYHQSUHYHQWVWKHLGHQWLILFDWLRQRIDQ\µSOD\HU¶
with a specific character. At the same time, throughout the production, the protagonist 
8OULFK¶Vown presentational UROHDVWKHQRYHO¶VQDUUDWRU gets emphasised. We find 
repeated references to his extra-diegetic (double) role. For instance, he remains present 
on stage, invisible for the other fictional characters, as it were. Elsewhere, he stops a 
scene with a snap of his fingers, just WRFRQWLQXHZLWKDQDUUDWRU¶VPRQRORJXHIURPWKH
novel. Or, following DPHHWLQJRIWKHµ3DUDOOHODFWLRQ¶-committee, Ulrich begins 
disconnecting and storing away the cameras ± KLVFKDUDFWHU¶VRFFXSDWLRQLVWREH
secretary to the committee, so he would do such tidying up, yet (not to mention the 
anachronistic element of cameras and microphones) here again the explicit double-bind 
of fictional representation and of theatral presentation is prominently highlighted.  
 
The direct complement of this exposed narrator is, of course, the exposed (double) role 
of the spectator ± who here finds her own spectating, as it were, µLQFOXGHG¶LQWKH
(staged) picture.19 Some of the contemporary µLPPHUVLYH¶DQGµSDUWLFLSDWRU\¶
performances take the well-known Lacanian suggestion that µ>W@he picture is in my eye, 
EXW,DPLQWKHSLFWXUH¶DOOWRROLWHUDOand they turn VSHFWDWRUVLQWRµFR-DFWRUV¶.20 While 
the audience there gets µLPPHUVHG¶ZLWKLQDQHQcompassing theatral environment and is 
no longer seated in a dark auditorium opposite the stage, they still have to follow an 
exactly scripted role ± as µDFWLQJVSHFWDWRUV¶TKLVLVSUHFLVHO\5DQFLqUH¶VFULWLFLVPRI
WKHEOLQGµVWXOWLI\LQJ¶VSRWRIso PDQ\DWWHPSWVWRµHPDQFLSDWH¶WKHVSHFWDWRU21
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&DVVLHUV¶s work adopts, in this respect, a rather progressive position, which appears 
only at first sight as conservative. He insists on a conventional proscenium arch set-up 
that maintains a distance ± but thereby his productions precisely avoid the trap of 
µLQWHUDFWLYLW\¶this hegemonic logic of the global digital capitalism ZKLFKäLåHN
frequently criticises. Instead, his work is PRUHLQOLQHZLWKäLåHN¶VSUHIHUUHGSRVLWLRQRI
µLQWHUSDVVLYLW\¶which tends to take a reflexive step back. The change here is not one of 
the location of the spectator in reality, but consists entirely of the dialectical sublation of 
their viewing position: of DµSDUDOOD[VKLIW¶± the very fact that despite sitting in the 
WUDGLWLRQDODXGLWRULXPZHDUHQRORQJHUDEOHWRµQHXWUDOO\¶REVHUYHWKHSHUIRUPDQFHDVa 
coherent, objective totality, unifying and synthesising DOOµVLJQV¶LQWRDFRKHUHQWSLFWXUH
RIUHSUHVHQWDWLRQWKHLPSOLFLWµLGHDOHJR¶RIWKHVXEMHFWRIWKHDWre semiotics). 
 
As a result of this experiential parallax shift, the normally transparent medium of 
theatre is brought into an equally reflexive focus. It is impossible to synchronise the two 
spectating perspectives of presentation and representation. I can HLWKHUIROORZ0XVLO¶V
narrative, with the prominent excess of theatrality remaining an irritating, blurred spot 
in my perception; or I can reflect on my own DZDUHQHVVRIµZDWFKLQJP\VHOIZDWFKLQJ¶
where the persistence of the dramatic representation (the characters and their story) 
prevents the seamless coherence (and hence supremacy) of my spectatorial position. 
)ROORZLQJWKHORJLFRIWKHäLåHNLDQSDUDOOD[Lt is impossible to establish an experiential 
equilibrium that would bring both these positions into a single focus. What makes 
&DVVLHUV¶V form of contemporary theatre even more magical than Schramm imagined is 
therefore its ability to activate the triangle of meaning, motion and perception in an 
attempt to stage an impossible, incongruent viewpoint. He activates the thea of a 
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GLDOHFWLFDOµSDUDOOD[¶SHUVSHFWLYHin order to expose the fantasy of a stable, objective 
viewpoint from the outside which could discern (and represent) the RQHµWUXHPHDQLQJ¶ 
 
7KLQNLQJZLWKäLåHN enables us to analyse this strategy of theatre directing further. 
Regie here brings the play to life ± in the fullest sense of the libidinal wealth of drives 
and desires. We should therefore consider the practice of directing through the central 
Lacanian QRWLRQRIWKHµQRQ-$OO¶D SOD\¶VV\PEROLFDQGLPDJLQDU\FRQWHQWDORQHPXVW
VWUXFWXUDOO\UHPDLQµQRQ-$OO¶WKHmise en scène gives us the (non-All) play plus its 
µPDJLF¶WKHDWUDOH[FHVVRImovement, meaning and perception in all its (in Kantian 
WHUPVµSDWKRORJLFDO¶GLPHQVLRQV5DWKHUWKDQWKLQNLQJRIGLUHFWLQJDVDQLQWHUSUHWLYH
process of adaptation that reduces the potentialities of the dramatic text to the actuality 
of its singular mise en scène, we should - along these lines - (re)think Regie as a 
Hegelian dialectic process of sublation: going through the negation of the particular 
mise en scène DOORZVIRUWKHIXOOSOD\RISRWHQWLDOLW\µSXWWLQJLQSOD\¶WKHYHU\SODVWLFLW\
of the play¶Vtext. It would therefore be entirely inadequate to judge Cassiers¶VRegie on 
WKHEDVLVRILWVµWUXWKIXO¶µFRUUHFW¶RUµFRPSOHWH¶UHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI0XVLO¶VQRYHO
Beyond the standard category of hermeneutic textual interpretation, which mainly 
FRUUHVSRQGVWRWKH3ODWRQLFFRQFHSWRIWKHWH[WDVDSXUHµ,GHD¶WKHLQIDPRXVµLQWHQWLRQ¶
of the author) to be (necessarily inadequately) realised in its mise en scèneWKHäLåHNLDQ
analysis of theatre directing reconceives it as a speculative operation that eventually 
HQDEOHVWKHIDPRXV+HJHOLDQµVHQVRU\DSSHDULQJRIWKH,GHD¶22 Opening up what at first 
DSSHDUVOLNHDFORVHGV\VWHPRIPHUHµWH[W¶Regie ± far from being a secondary 




effect), it is SUHFLVHO\WKHµFDUQLYDO¶ZKRVHVSHFWUHVDQGVKDGRZVDUHSHUSHWXDOO\ORFNHG
within the text and thus split it from within. Almost paradoxically, the virtually bare 
VWDJHRI&DVVLHUV¶VSURGXFWLRQVEULQJVWKLVWRWKHIRUHJURXQG even more prominently. 
His SURGXFWLRQRI0XVLO¶VQRYHOhence succeeds ± not as measured by the efficient 
productivity of fictional illusion (at the level of spectacular representation), but by 
presenting us as theatre spectators with a multi-faceted, multi-sensuous, entirely 
DEVRUELQJDQGOLWHUDOO\µPLQG-EORZLQJ¶RUµHJR-EORZLQJ¶HIIHFWRIreading: It stages 
WKHHPSW\QHJDWLYHDQGUHIOH[LYHUHODWLRQRIWKHUHDGHU¶VVXEMHFWLYHSRVLWLRQ
Conversely, this strictly immanent split allows the classical text, the drama itself to 
become a subject too: it induces a reflexive split of distance and thereby (re)asserts its 
own totality precisely as a /DFDQLDQµQon-$OO¶or in more Hegelian terms: as an 
absolute negativity.  
 
Following this äLåHNian line of argument allows us to directly connect the experience of 
theatrality to the core problem of the formation of subjectivity. Theatre, as a place to see 
and to be seen, is not least the place where and when we perceive, experience and 
realise ourselves/ our selves as the spectators. Thea, in its peculiar theatral density, can 
offer XVWRSDUDSKUDVH(XJHQLR%DUED¶VIDPRXVtermDQµH[WUD-daily¶ encounter with 
our own EHLQJE\PHDQVRIWKHWKHDWUDOH[FHVVRIWKHµPDJLFDO¶LQWHUSOD\EHWZHHQWKH
theatral vectors of aisthetis, kinesis and semiosis. It therefore induces a reflexive 
relational gest that collapses the clear-cut gap of spectacular consumption between 
those who appear in the spotlight and those who are gazing from the dark. Instead, in 
theatre forms such as Guy &DVVLHUV¶Vtheatre work, our own act of spectating, as a 
relation, is constantly absorbed into the dense textual totality of the performance, which 
thereby becomes all the more (reflexively) palpable. The formal operation of thea ± of 
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showing and gazing ± induces a minimal difference here, whereby our subjective 
(formal) relation to the represented content and/ or its interpretation becomes at least as 
important as the content/ interpretation itself. We are no longer voyeurs or mere 
witnesses observing from a distance, but we begin experiencing ourselves as the 
spectator ± not because we enter the fictional world (as in that current vogue for 
immersive theatre), but because the fiction itself enters the theatre: it becomes explicitly 
theatral. Theatre hence offers us a unique occasion to relate to our own self: The 
essentially relational, reflexive and entirely incompatible parallax perspective of 
µZDWFKLQJXVZDWFKLQJ¶VWDJHVWKHYHU\GUDPDRIRXURZQVXEMHFWLYHHQJDJHPHQW7KLV
position of an encounter with ourselves as gazing subjects is structurally parallel to the 
(Lacanian) split of the subject of enunciation and the subject of the enounced: the 
disjunction between the (grammatical, imaginary, symbolic) subject; WKHµPH¶LQWKH
VHQWHQFHDQGWKHµUHDO¶,ZKRGRHVWKHVSHDNLQJ$VµVSOLWVSHFWDWRUV¶, absorbed in the 
WKHDWUDOGHQVLW\RIWKHµPDJLFWULDQJOH¶, as the µEDUUHG¶VXEMHFWRIVSHFWDWLQJDQGDVthe 
VXEMHFWRIµWKHVSHFWDWHG¶our process of watching is directly confronted with the 
reflection of our gaze that gazes back at us in its desubstantialised, dematerialised form: 
µ,DPRQO\WKHYRLGWKDWUHPDLQVWKHHPSW\GLVWDQFHWRZDUGHYHU\FRQWHQW¶23 
 
Far more than (potentiaOO\FKDOOHQJLQJRXUµQDWXUDOLVHGKDELWV¶RIYLHZLQJDQG
spectacular consumption, theatre may, much more fundamentally, confront our 
LQQHUPRVWµQDWXUDOKDELWVRIEHLQJ¶:KDWPDNHVWKe theatral encounter with ourselves 
uncanny is that we here IDFHRXURZQµRWKHU¶, who is no longer just an µLPDJLQDU\PLV-
LGHQWLILFDWLRQ¶:KHUHDVWKHV\PEROLFRSHUDWLRQSRVLWVP\VXEMHFtive unity outside 
myself (in the signifier that represents me), the uncanny power of thea confronts me 
ZLWKWKHµDEVROXWHQHJDWLYLW\¶RIWKe void. I am no longer able to distance myself and to 
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pretend adopting DµWUXHU¶µGH-LGHRORJLVHG¶YLHZLQJSHUVSHFWLve. Instead, as a theatral 
spectator, I realise that while the subjective position is required, it does not have a 
µSURSHU¶SRVLWLYHSODFHLWH[LVWVRQO\DVSXUHUHIOH[LYHUHODWLRQDOLW\± as an absolute 
negativity. Being spectating subjects, the force of theatrality makes us experience this 
lack of ground, out of which can then HPHUJHWKHäLåHNLDQVXEMHFW± as a failure of the 
closure of representation. The central link here is the crucial shift from representation to 
presentation.24 In more than one sense, we can therefore VXEVFULEHWR$ODLQ%DGLRX¶V
assertion that the spectator is the very µSRLQWRIWKHUHDOE\ZKLFKDVSHFWDFOHFRPHVLQWR
EHLQJ¶25 ,WLVE\WKLVµWDUU\LQJZLWKWKHQHJDWLYH¶RIVXEMHFWLYLW\HQDEOHGin its 
spectatorial form by the parallax experience of thea, that we realise that, as an empty, 
IRUPDOVSHFWDWLQJUHODWLRQP\µ,¶LVWKHYHU\VSRWLQWKHSLFWXUHWKDWDYRLGVmy 
representational closure: the spot that is too much for everything to add up neatly in a 
coherent order of cause, effect and symmetry. And yet, it is only this confrontation with 
the nothingness of our selves that enables our subjective engagement with the world. 
The theatral experience of subjectivity and of subjective agency ± as essentially 
mediated ± hence needs to be posited right at the heart of any contemporary socio-
political critical stance. This way, it can seek to defend, through artistic practice as well 
as through philosophical reflection, a politics of engagement within our media-based 
global economy. The µVSOLW¶VXEMHFWRIWKHDWUDOLW\ constitutes another site of the purely 
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